Why are the British public so suspicious of science and scientists? These days many might point to 'mad cow' disease and genetically modified foods as primary causes, but the public's mistrust of science goes back much further and runs much deeper than these recent scares. As a child in Britain, most of my classmates seemed instinctively to know that science was difficult and boring, and that only nerdy brain boxes did it. Even now, I often feel slightly embarrassed at social occasions when I have to confess to being a scientist.
This dim view of science and scientists in the UK is so ingrained that we rarely question it. Indeed, who could argue that extra public money should be spent on refurbishing our academic institutions when we can't afford to keep our hospitals and schools in a decent condition, or that scientists deserve a bigger slice of the public pay packet when nurses and teachers are paid so poorly? Yet, the lowly social status of science is not a universal phenomenon.
When I went to work as a postdoc at the University of California in San Francisco in 1990, I was shocked to find that the American public had a completely different attitude to science. The top scientists at UCSF were highly respected members of the local community. They were invited to the major social events in the city and they were on first name terms with many of the local political and social leaders. And it wasn't just the senior scientists. Many of my new non-scientist friends in the US were interested to hear that I was a scientist and wanted to know more about what I did. They seemed proud to know someone who is a scientist.
This public support for science directly translates into the remarkably generous level of political and financial support for basic research in the US. Even when the economy was running an enormous budget deficit and there were large cuts in welfare, health and defence spending, the basic science budget was largely protected. What is most remarkable about this is not just that it is the exact opposite of the political priorities we take for granted in the UK, but that protecting the science budget was one of the few issues on which the Republicans and Democrats agreed. Now that the American economy is booming again, both parties are falling over themselves to be the ones that propose the biggest increase in the science budget.
Although the American public don't understand science any better than the British, they seem to value it more highly Why do the North Americans and British view science so differently? It is apparently not because the American public understands science better than the British public. For every survey that reveals what an ignorant bunch of scientific illiterates we Brits are, there is an equivalent survey showing that the same is true of the Americans. Whatever the reasons, which are no doubt complex, the American public seem to believe that science is socially and economically valuable, whereas the majority of the British public seem to believe that scientists only take a break from torturing animals to plot ever more devious ways of undermining the great British way of life.
It is important to stress here that I am not suggesting the American view is necessarily the right view; perhaps the British are right to be so suspicious. But, for those of us in Britain who believe that science is, on the whole, both socially and economically worthwhile, it's important to realize that we need to do much more to help temper the public's scepticism toward science.
There is much we can do. UCSF, for example, often invited local politicians to visit and find out more about what the scientists were doing. How many of us in the UK have ever invited our local MP to visit our department or institution? Perhaps more important, there was also a constant stream of schoolchildren visiting the UCSF labs. A few people from each lab could, at a moment's notice, give a simple and very informal presentation on the biological questions they were trying to address, and put on a few visually striking demonstrations. It was always gratifying to hear the childrens' surprise that life in a science lab did not look so boring after all.
When I returned to work in a laboratory in the UK, I tried to set up similar visits from local schools but the idea was not greeted by my colleagues with much enthusiasm. Wouldn't it be dangerous in already crowded labs? What if there was an accident? Wouldn't it take up too much time? Although these are valid objections, they are not legitimate excuses for inaction. We scientists in the UK need to re-assess our priorities. We need to make a much greater effort to get out of our ivory towers and explain to the public what we do and why we do it. If we don't, we may soon find that we don't have many ivory towers left.
